I grew up in Billings, Montana, the daughter of an avid fisherman and outdoorsman, Joe Jenkins. The Northern Range of the Yellowstone ecosystem was our backyard, our playground, our refuge. We spent nearly every summer weekend "up on top," as we referred to the northern end of Yellowstone National Park and the surrounding areas. We fished. We hiked. We fished some more. And we enjoyed. I knew in my heart I wanted to be a park ranger when I grew up. My father counseled otherwise, maintained I'd be frustrated dealing with people. I stumbled into the field of range management in high school. I later majored in range management at Montana State University (MSU) and reveled in my newfound scientific knowledge of that which I had held dear my entire life. I was in heaven-my college classrooms were a mere 40 miles from the Northern Range, enabling me to spend time there whenever my schoolwork didn't get in the way. My dad did not live long enough to see me explore my passion for rangelands in college and beyond, but it was he who ignited this fire in my soul.
I was fortunate to meet scientists at MSU and other range experts who awakened in me a thirst to understand all I could about these ecosystems. Bob Ross of the Soil Conservation Service (now known as the Natural Resources Conservation Service) was an early mentor, along with my MSU range science professors Drs. Don Ryerson, Jack Taylor and Gene Payne. All cautioned that the Northern Range was not in good shape, steadily deteriorating under the grazing pressure of the wildlife whose populations were relatively unchecked within the confines of Yellowstone National Park. Knowledgeable rangeland ecologists and wildlife biologists recognized these facts years ago. Many years ago.
Life took me to Texas to graduate school and has kept me here ever since, some 35 years now. Rarely a trip to Montana in the past 35 years have I not ventured back "up on top." My husband's family and others express dismay every time I cut short "family time" to go back to the Lamar Valley and Hellroaring Plateau, iconic places on the Northern Range. For some, once you have seen these "tourist attractions," well, you have already seen them. No need to return. I need to return, again and again. Every opportunity I can.
America's citizens are the absentee owners of Yellowstone National Park, and like me, each of us has a vested interest in its stewardship and the stewardship of its surrounding lands. We have designated the National Park Service and other government agencies to be our caretakers of this incredible landscape. Think about how much you would like that job, trying to discuss the ecological complexities of the Northern Range with your 326 million bosses who comprise the American citizenry? Remember the expansive wildfires of 1988? I was in Billings at the time and watched as closely as everyone else. But I was dismayed when the Billings Gazette newspaper pronounced Yellowstone "ruined." I thought "Surely you know better! Yellowstone will be fine; fire is natural; the forests will recover and be healthier than ever!"
Complex dynamics also percolate the ecological issues of overgrazing by elk and bison and its impacts on soils, vegetation, and other wildlife. As a kid, when the fishing was not so good, we would spend the day driving through the park. December 2018 your trip been?" And, "What animals have you seen and where?"
The "scenery", a.k.a. the vegetation-soil-water resource, is rarely mentioned.
The National Park Service has listened to the public and allowed itself to stray from its own policies that require wildlife numbers be controlled, when needed, to sustain the vegetation-soil-water resource. Without a strong, balancing voice speaking for the land, ungulate grazing pressure has increased exponentially, well beyond what the land can sustain. Land health has already deteriorated, and the degradation is getting worse. The land simply cannot support the current populations of bison, elk, and other ungulates. Not for long. By the time the grazing animals face widespread starvation and either die or leave the park, the land will be irreparably damaged. But public support for the ungulates has drowned out the voice of many scientists and other concerned citizens, both inside and outside the National Park Service, who have been sounding the alarm about the health of the land. The land needs a stronger voice. Who will speak for the land?
The articles in this Special Issue detail the science behind the resource I cherish as the "Northern Range". This is the science that underpins the message of my old, dear friend Bob Ross who has been "sounding the alarm" since the early 1960s. Hal Hunter, Charles Kay, Joe Fidel, John Mundinger, Pete Husby, Ryan Yonk, and Jeff Mosley have years of experience and data. Their treatment of the subject deserves our attention. The resource deserves our attention.
The question of where to go from here is as much a social science or political issue as it is a wildlife management or range science issue. It is a challenge not easily tackled by scientists who can detail exactly what is happening to the rangeland, the forests, the aspen groves, the soils and the streams. A scientist's role is to inform society, not dictate policy. The conclusion may be reached that a "drive-through zoo" is the want of the nation and the will to respect the resource is lacking. If so, that will be a tough pill to swallow for a lover of all things "up on top".
I invite you to read the articles in this Special Issue. Soak up the history and the science. Leave the emotions aside, and please consider joining our efforts to balance support for the animals of the Northern Range with support for the land as well.
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